with the harsh realities of Singapore, where they are often looked down upon as '3D-job workers', with '3D' referring to difficult, dirty, and dangerous jobs in international migration studies. They speak neither English nor Mandarin, and thus are not capable of communicating easily with employers and supervisors. They have to obey them fully as their life totally depends on them.
7 They have no rights and no voice in their workplace even though their work could be very harmful to their health or even their lives.
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In this article, I use the ethnography of Thai-Isan migrant workers in Singapore 9 as an entry point to discuss issues concerning transborder identities and transnationalism in Southeast
Asian context (see Ananta and Arifin 2004; Parnwell 2005) . My discussion will be conceptually framed and guided by the principal assumption that "…what is transnational is embedded in the local" (Szanton Blanc, Basch, and Schiller 1995: 684; see also Kearney 1995; Yeoh, Charney, and Kiong 2003) and "people's lived realities and ideological constructions… transgress, though they do not always subvert, the territorial boundaries of the nation-state" (Duara 1997 (Duara :1030 . Lived stories and tales of experience possessed and endured by a group of male contract workers from Isan in Singapore will be presented as one 6 Tony, the owner and operator of major remittance service outlets at the Golden Mile Complex, estimates that an average Thai migrant worker sends money home twice or thrice a month, with each transaction being valued at 312 USD (500 SGD; 12,000 THB) (Interview. May 8, 2005) . However, data from my interviews show that most Thai workers remit their earnings back to their families only once a month with an average of 150 USD. Even though they are paid weekly (between 156-187 USD or 250-300 SGD), they prefer to save this and send it as a larger sum of money. Their folks at home consider it a kind of prestige to have a monthly remittance as their family regular income, similar to that of a government official or other office workers (Interview. May 9, 2005) . 7 Thai workers have a reputation of being diligent, hard-working, and obedient workmen in their normal selves, but they can become real trouble makers when they get drunk. Most Singaporean employers share this stereotypicalized perception on the quality of Thai-Isan workers. Darren, for example, is quoted as saying that "when they are sober, they are the best workers, But when they get drunk, they can be real trouble makers" (cited in Supara Janchitfah 2002 9 My year-long fieldwork among Thai-Isan migrant workers in Singapore began in early 2004, when I came to serve my postdoctoral fellowship at the Asia Research Institute, National University of Singapore. One of the advantages of working and living in Singapore for a sociocultural anthropologist is a fairly accessible opportunity to observe the multinational, dynamic, and diverse workforce in this island's setting. I am always amazed by the fact that Singapore's impressive economic growth and overall progress has long been powered largely by skilled and unskilled foreign workers. 9 Since I am a native ethnographer from Isan and have been intensively carrying out research in the region for over a decade, I was naturally attracted by the presence of a large number of Thai-Isan migrant workers, with whom I share common geo-cultural origin and ethnic identity. of many localized realities in a specific transnational setting, enabling us to rethink the ongoing international labor migration in this part of the world at the turn of the 21st century.
These migrant workers tell stories of what Willis, Yeoh, and Fakhri (2004:11) calls "the materiality of how individuals experience them [state/nation/transnation]." I wish to rethink the transnational identities through the lived experiences of these migrant workers and will position them as key subjects in a discussion of the unfortunate, back-breaking agency of 'transnationalism from below.'
What does it mean to be Thai-Isan construction workers in Singapore? How do they define themselves? How do they actually live and work away from home? How do they react to their socially marginalized status and stereo-typicalized images ascribed to them by their Singaporean hosts? I argue that viewing Thai (and other foreign) migrant workers as part of the Singapore society and economy is partial and insufficient because they have never been fully integrated or assigned a proper place in this rigidly plural and competitive structure of Singapore society. We cannot understand migrant workers' lives and their temporal communities in Singapore without taking into account "rural based moral community" (Keyes n.d.:36) or "common moral economy" (Keyes 2002:1) . The sense of moral economy and community has been persistently redefined and employed as cultural and symbolic capital to form the foundation of Thai-Isan identities at home. It further renders itself as a key resource as well as cultural mold for displaced migrant workers to construct their transborder identities away from home. They have worked and lived here, but they always belong elsewhere as they have maintained strong emotional, moral, cultural, and economic attachments to their places of origin. Thai-Isan construction workers in Singapore, I argue, need to be resituated and reconceptualized within the framework of "village-based transnationalism." I propose that term "village transnationalism"
10 as an explanatory model as well as an analytical construct to come to terms with lived experience among members of the Thai 10 In her book, The Transnational Villagers, Levitt (2001) studies the Dominicans living in Boston while maintaining close connections with family and politics in the Dominican Republic. She explores how ordinary people can continue to keep their feet in two worlds and create communities that span borders. While I share the similar 'village' metaphor with her original work, our 'villages' are situated in totally different worlds. My focus is on the ethnic Thai-Lao and Buddhist villagers from Northeastern Thailand who have become contracted migrant workers in Singapore. The Thai-Isan workers, as transnational villagers, will never be allowed to settle in Singapore, and so my study is more concerned with how the resources, knowledge, and skills, which they had acquired and brought with them from the Thai countryside, had been turned into limited cultural and symbolic capital and transborder identities during their temporary missions abroad.
migrant workers in Singapore. Hired as semi-skilled contract workers in Singapore's construction industry (see Porntipa Atipas 2001; Wong 2000) , they have remained rural villagers or farmers at heart despite their increasing personal cross-border mobilities (Hugo 2004:29) . Their temporary life in transit, social relations, and communities away from home have very little to do with those of their Singaporean hosts. Their everyday life has been modeled or refashioned firmly on transcending identities of traditional and cultural worlds back homes in the Thai countryside.
The social life and transborder identities of migrant workers from Thailand or elsewhere should not be viewed as an extended part of Singapore society and culture. They are part of the migratory flow of temporarily displaced persons in the late capitalist borderless world, which Ong (1999:10-12) describes as "cultural globalization." They come to "sell their labor"
(khai raeng) in this Island Republic, but their home, imagined or real, has never been here.
For them, Singapore is their labor marketplace where they come to 'earn money' (ha ngoen)
to pay off their debt bondage and feed their family. 11 Their lifestyle and community networks while working here are modeled upon 'village transnationalism,' which is largely consistent with Parnwell's (2005:21) explanation that "a continuing cultural-socio-psychological or nostalgic attachment to 'home' leads to the persistence of living and acting translocally, and holding on to the 'myth of temporariness'/denying the 'myth of return,' in spite of the growing apparent permanence of residence 'there'." The difference in the case of contract workers in Singapore is that the return is the truth, not a myth. Due to Singapore's strict immigration policy and foreign worker employment laws (see Ewing-Chow 2001; Huang and Yeoh 2003:75-97; Wong 1997:135-167) , 12 every migrant worker must return 'home' once his work permit expires.
What I intend to do in this article is to reiterate, on the basis of my case studies of Thai migrant workers in Singapore, that both transnationalism and globalization not only overlap, as Kearney (1995:548) suggests, but also need a localized ground to operate in and also involve actors with particular characteristics and identities. Smith (2001) characterizes this specifically localized ground and subject as 'transnational optic.' In the case of Thai contract 11 Jones and Tieng Pardthaisong (1999:32-46 ) discuss the dominant roles of commercial agencies acting as intermediaries between workers and foreign employers as well as the overall recruitment and job placement processes practiced in Thailand in the mid-1990s. migrant workers in Singapore, it is true that they "move into and indeed create transnational spaces that may have the potential to liberate nationals within them…" (Ibid.:553) and they have possess multiple identities and are involved in "multi-stranded social relationships"
which "illustrate how they are sustained through multiple overlapping familial, economic, social, organizational, religious, and political practices that transcend borders" (Szanton Blanc, Basch, and Schiller 1995:684) . However, these multiplicities of transborder identities among transnational migrants are not necessarily or totally 'new.' Transborder identities are made possible by appropriating and articulating their cultural and symbolic capital at 'home'
into their new cultural experience away from home with the aid of borderless telecommunication and transportation technologies.
SINGAPORE AS A THAI MIGRANT DESTINATION
Labor migration from the Thai countryside to Singapore has expanded rapidly since its beginning in the early 1970s. Wong (2000) coined the term "men who built Singapore" to acknowledge Thai migrant workers' significant contributions to Singapore's construction industry and overall economy. They have long constituted one of the largest portions in Singapore's multinational foreign workforce, especially in the construction industry.
According to Low (1995) Singapore had a record 612,200 foreign workers in its 2,094,800 total workforce. It is estimated that foreign workers will make up more than 60 percent of Singapore workforce in 2020 (see Rahman 2003:81 to the critical shortage of domestic labor, the government allowed workers from "nontraditional sources" (i.e., Bangladesh, India, Indonesia, Myanmar, Philippines, Sri Lanka, Thailand) to take up employment in the construction sector (Porntipa Atipas (2001:128) . By 1981, it was estimated that there was a critical shortage of some 3,000 construction workers daily to work on HDB building sites (Wong 2000:66) .
The high demand for menial foreign workers in Singapore's construction industry in the mid1980s brought not only documented workers, but also undocumented or illegal workers from
Thailand and other non-traditional sources to this Island Republic. The peak period of illegal workers seeking employment was the second half of 1980s. When an amnesty was declared for illegal workers in the country in 1989, almost 10,000 Thais working illegally in the country registered themselves for repatriation, as against 25,000 Thais who were employed with work permits (Wong 2000:58) . It was around this time that the Singapore authorities began to systematize and implement a stricter and more effective policy toward the management of its foreign labor affairs. On the one hand, Singapore has recognized and valued the foreign workers' contribution to the impressive growth of their economy (Wong 2000:63) . On the other hand, Singapore needs to find ways to manage their foreign workforce effectively as international labor migration is a delicate, highly dynamic, and complicated issue. Singapore also has to make sure that the degree of its dependency on an imported workforce is not too great to make the whole economy and society risky and vulnerable. Huang and Yeoh (2003:80-81) show three key measures, namely, the work permit system, the dependency ceiling which regulates the proportion of foreign to local workers and the foreign levy, adopted by the Singaporean authorities to manage the unskilled and low-skilled workers as 'a temporary and controlled phenomenon' (see Rahman 2003:62-76) .
The presence of Thai workers in Singapore had become a major concern in the formulation of (Williams 1990) , the Singapore authorities and media drew attention to the mysterious death problem, "suggesting that the deaths resulted from Thais cooking their rice in pipes of polyvinyl chloride or PVC…" (Erlanger 1990) and "denied that contract workers are badly treated by employers" (Williams 1990) . In 1989, Thai-Singapore relations were severely tested when 10,000 Thais were evacuated from the island republic before a law took effect that allowed illegal immigrants to be punished by caning (Reuters News, April 18, 1990 The major causes of death were heart failure, worksite accident, illness, murder, and suicide (Royal Thai Embassy in Singapore 2005) .
The accurate number of Thai migrant workers in Singapore has long been problematic. Both major studies on the subject by Porntipa Atipas (2001) and Wong (2000) admit that numbers of both illegal and legal Thai migrant workers in this country are estimated figures "due to the lack of official data" (Porntipa Atipas 2001:130) and, the fact that "no exact figures on the size and composition of the foreign labour workforce in Singapore are released by the Ministry of Labour" (Wong 2000:58) . My interview with one of the labor counsellors at the Office of Labor Affairs of the Royal Thai Embassy in Singapore also confirms that no-one knows the accurate number of Thai workers, since Singapore has never disclosed this data and only a small portion of Thai workers report themselves to the Office upon their arrival.
The statistics reported by Thailand's Ministry of Labor Affairs is also too broad to establish the actual number of workers present in workplaces in Singapore.
14 As indicated by Porntipa Atipas (2001) and Wong (2000) , the number of Thai workers in Singapore has increased steadily from the late 1980s until the present. Indeed, Singapore has maintained "the highest degree of continuity in employing Thai labourers during the last decade…, where legal employment figures rose from 25, 000 in 1988 to 50,000 in 1994 and 60,000 by the end of 1997. Thai workers represented one-sixth of the total foreign workforce in 1995 (Supang Chantavanich and Andreashausen 2000:2) . A recent report by the Office of Labor Affairs in Singapore (2004) indicates that the total numbers of Thai workers in the 2000s seems to be stable at around 45,000-50,000, as the arrival of newly-recruited workers has very significantly slowed down. Singapore's Ministry of Manpower has maintained tight regulations since the mid-1990s requiring that foreign workers pass a standardized skills test.
The worker has also had to pay a higher job placement fee to private agencies (between 80,000-100,000 Baht). In addition, Singaporean employers now tend to look for workers from cheaper sources such as Bangladesh, India, and Myanmar to replace the Thais, who receive a higher wage as trained and semi-skilled workers. These are the main reasons preventing more Thai workers from coming to Singapore.
THE 'GOLDEN MILE' STORY: DISPLACED MIGRANT VILLAGERS AND THEIR SHOPPING MALL
The foremost popular center for Thai workers in Singapore is the notoriously well-known place called the "Golden Mile Complex" or simply either "Golden" or "Golden Mile" as the Thai workers refer to it among their compatriots. 15 This place is also known among Thai workers as "Golden Mao," literally the golden place [and time] , where workers could go out on a drinking spree and get drunk. The picture of Thai-Isan workers gathering in small groups to talk, drink and have fun while lady vendors approach them to sell some snacks are quite commonly found both inside and outside this commercial complex. The peak of the Thai worker crowd is during the weekend, especially the first and third weekends of the month, which are the pay days for most Singaporean companies and construction contractors.
The common scene of the busy Golden Mile could be captured through these typical journalistic descriptions (see also Chia 2002 Chia /2003 .
On Sundays, as many as 5,000 Thais may visit the complex as it has money services open seven days a week, enabling them to send cheques home. The complex is also the terminal for buses linking Hat Yai and Singapore. Many locals and foreigners consider the complex dangerous-full of thieves, brawlers, and killers, and keep away. They see it as dirty, with Thai workers sitting on the floors and footpaths while they drink (Wuth Nontarit 1996) The Thai crowd was right in front of one of the biggest supermarkets in the complex. Some hummed Thai tunes, others were drinking Thai beer. Some had plastic bags of bamboo shoots or raw papaya. Many of them read Thai newspapers. Just around the street corner, some Thai men were drinking cool Thai beer. A Singaporean policemen kept an eye on them (Supara Janchitfah.
2002).
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In the eyes of both Thai and Singapore officials, the media, and the general public, this threestorey shopping mall on the Beach Roach is the '3D place for 3D workers.' Its media representations are rather ambiguous and rather negative. Its identities as a social space have been attached to male workers' drinking sprees and other illegal activities. Singaporeans remind their relatives and friends that this is a place to avoid. Thai workers are widely regarded as diligent, hard-working, and obedient people in their normal selves, but they can become real trouble-makers when they get drunk. 17 Most Singaporean employers share this stereo-typicalized perception on the quality of Thai-Isan workers. Darren, for example, is quoted as saying that "when they are sober, they are the best workers, But when they get drunk, they can be real trouble makers" (cited in Supara Janchitfah 2002). 16 To describe the Golden Mile in a rather negative manner is a way of stigmatizing the place. To be fair, it is far from being a lawless mall. Apart from frequent inspections by the local police, the Golden Mile has established its own regulations. During its peak hours, usually on Sunday afternoon, the Golden Mile management has repeatedly played the following recorded message both in Thai and English through its public address system. "Welcome to all our customers and visitors to the Golden Mile. Please listen to this announcement for which we seek your cooperation. First, do not smoke in the Golden Mile Complex because it is an air-conditioned area. In case of an offense, a fine of 1,000 SGD will be imposed. Second, do not sit on or litter the floor. Please drop rubbish in the bin. Third, do not urinate on the stairs, at the building's corners, or in the parking lots. Please use the public toilet. Fourth, do not disturb or bother other people. Do not quarrel or fight in the Golden Mile area. And do not drink too much as you will lose control of yourself. With best wishes from the Golden Mile management. Thank you" (Fieldnote. January 15, 2005) . Here I translate and quote the Thai-language version of this public announcement. It provides a specific and extensive message aiming at keeping order and disciplining the crowd of Thai workers/customers, who have apparently been indifferent to the message. Its English version is rather brief and less persuasive. It does not involve a sense of serious warning or threat as it says "Do not smoke. Do not litter. Thank you and happy shopping at the Golden Mile" (Fieldnote. January 15, 2005) . As the workers do not speak English, the English-language address is intended for English-speaking Singaporean and other international customers and visitors, who are more cooperative and well-behaved. Altogether these messages suggest that Thai workers are trouble-making customers. Nonetheless, for business reasons, their wild and unsophisticated behavior can be tolerated. This reflects very well the Singapore government's and overall society's attitude toward Thai and other foreign workers.
The Golden Mile Complex as a public space was embedded in Singapore's urban development project in the early 1970s. The Complex as it stands today was part of the failed urban renewal program called the Golden Mile district. According to Chia (2002 Chia ( /2003 ),
the Golden Mile district program derived from the government's intention to transform the area from a slum into a first-class commercial, residential, and hotel district, but it failed miserably due to poor accessibility and competition from developments in the vicinity. The
Golden Mile Complex was built in 1972 and was originally known as the Wah Hup Complex.
It was designed as a mixed-use complex consisting of shops, office units, and residential flats.
The business performance of the shops in the Golden Mile Complex was poor and it became 'like a ghost town' in the early 1970s. However, it gradually revived as Thai workers began to arrive and businesses associated with the Thais flourished in the early 1980s, a period referred to by Chia (2002 Chia ( /2003 as "the birth of Little Thailand in Singapore."
The physical setting of the Golden Mile is not fixed nor limited only to the three-storey building space. Its boundaries are rather complex, expansive, and flexible particularly during the peak of its business on the weekend. As Thai workers, lady vendors, cross-border tourists and travelers, and visitors arrive in the area, they gradually occupy and make use of most of the available spaces within the complex and its surrounding areas. on their pay day. Some people come to remit money home, other just come to spend on things they wish to." 19 Some say that it is the only public space in Singapore where they can truly feel at 'home,' for example, Lili (cited in Chia 2002 Chia /2003 states that "This is really 'Little Thailand.' None of the shops sell Singapore products. Everything is made in Thailand, even the vegetables. Every morning, fresh vegetables from Thailand will come here on buses.
Everyday, flowers, padi, chili, and spices will come out from Hat Yai and be sent here. You name it, they have it."
On the negative side, Thai workers are aware of, and some even strongly express their displeasure and protest against, the mayhem and noisy drinking scenes in and around the Golden Mile Complex on the weekends. Anuchit wrote in the same diary that "there are both good and bad people coming to the Golden Mile. There are illegal migrants, both male and female, looking for jobs. They go underground hiding with friends. Some occasionally visit the Golden Mile, some illegally hang out and camp in the forests. This is the reason why the police come to inspect the place frequently. The Golden Mile is also the place of sin. Many workers get lost amid some tempting seductions like girls, drugs, and drink. Some people get killed in fights after heavy drinking. Many forget that they have their families back home under their responsibility. It is heart-breaking for their parents, wives, and children." 20 Janta, 29, agrees that the negative image of the Golden Mile has something to do with the fact that Thai workers come to drink and they drink too much until fights break out. 21 Some people drink until they pass out and lie unconscious on the footpaths or the floor, where many of them are pick-pocketed of their personal assets. Nonetheless, a worker insists that it is their place. "I conclude that the place has more pros than cons. I will always go the Golden Mile, 24 Son, 24, a young worker from Sakhon Nakhon told me a story when he was arrested by the police when he and his friends walked in a neighborhood on their way back to the foreign workers' dormitory because one of the residents suspected them and called the police. They were fortunate since they had their work permits with them (Interview, January 16, 2004) . Many workers I interviewed during their visit to the Kallang Riverside Park complained that some residents threw water bottles or yelled at them when they walked in the residential housing, even though they had permission and followed proper procedures (Interview, November 21, 2004) . Prasit, 33, and Thosaporn, 41, both veteran migrant workers who used to work in Taiwan and Brunei before coming to Singapore, commented that Singaporeans are generally not generous and helpful (mai mi nam chai). They claim that the Singaporeans come from different ethnic, linguistic, and cultural backgrounds and are rather individualistic, and that the job placement agents always take advantages of the foreign workers. Taiwanese employers are much more generous and pay respect to their foreign employees (Interview, February 8, 2004) .
25 Dr. Eric Thompson (Department of Sociology, NUS) (personal communication, January 2005) brought to my attention that the mobile phone, which is extremely popular among male and female foreign workers in Singapore, is used to offset their limited physical mobility as they are usually confined to their construction sites, employers' homes, and foreign workers' dormitories in their everyday life. Thanks to its affordable price, the mobile phone allows foreign workers to maintain their social networks both in Singapore and with their home countries. Culturally and physically handicapped as they do not speak English (except workers from countries like the Philippines and India) and living and working away from their friends, lovers, families, or relatives, the mobile phone is not only a wireless technology-cum-fashion, but also has multiple psychosocial, economic, and cultural functions. More importantly, it empowers the migrant workers to speak or communicate in their own language. Thus, at times they can feel a sense of power and control over their life despite this being a short sensation and achieved at some expense.
easily stimulated and fling themselves deep into their rare joyful mood away from their menial hardship on the construction sites throughout the Island of Singapore.
PHA PA RAENG NGAN: TRANSBORDER BUDDHIST MERIT-MAKING ENDEAVORS
"Pha pa raeng ngan" is perhaps the most important Buddhist merit-making activity organized by Thai workers in Singapore. For some reason, this activity has been overlooked as it has never been mentioned in any existing studies on Thai workers in Singapore, even the most comprehensive ones like Porntipa Atipas (2001) and Wong (2000) . annum. An average project is usually reported to raise around 2,000SGD (1,216USD; 48,000THB). 26 It means each year the pha pa remittance could pump as much as 500,000SGD (304,068USD; 12,006,345THB) of foreign currency directly into the Thai rural economy.
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The pha pa project is organized through personal leadership and social networks not only between a group of migrant workers and their original home villages, but also through strong Thani were requested by the local police to contribute money to a local road construction project. Nak and his friends were invited to make a donation for a pha pa activity in Nakhon
Phanom to build a library in the village school. Vira and his friends from the same village and their neighbors organized their pha pa to help their village erect a temple preaching hall in Nong Khai. 31 However, there are also cases in which pha pa activity has been proposed by the migrant workers themselves as they are willing to contribute to their home village. They volunteer to gather donations from fellow workers in Singapore to contribute to the ongoing merit-making activity at home. The form whereby the proposal comes from the migrant workers' side is more frequently seen among those who work inside the country. Most overseas pha pa projects, as I observed in Singapore, fit into the category of invited or requested contribution to the ongoing merit-making activity in a particular host village.
The pha pa proposal reaches its overseas donors in the form of a bunch of pha pa envelopes, which are widely-known among Thai-Isan workers as song or song pha pa. An additional step to raise more money from fellow workers and donors attending this quasiceremony is called "to yot" (literally, to extend or top up the donated money they have already collected from the envelopes). When the collected amount of donations is finalized , the president, who also acts as the master of ceremonies, announces before the gathering the exact total of the donations and asks whether they agree that it is an appropriate amount to be remitted to their folks back home or if anybody wants to make an additional top-up donation.
It is another way to call for a donation on the spot, where the name of the donor and amount of his donation are publicly acknowledged, usually accompanied with a compliment and cheer from fellow workers. Some claim that they need the final amount of the donation to end with the number 9 (i.e., 799, 899, 999, or 1999SGD) , which is considered an auspicious number in Thai popular belief because it is pronounced with the sound (kao) which indicates growth and progress. In some cases, the topping up session encourages more donations from both committee members and fellow worker participants and it usually ends up raising a couple of hundred additional dollars. Many worker-donors agree that 'to yot' is the most interesting and entertaining part of the pha pa gathering. It allows people in their social cycle to step up, display their heart of gold, and make their extra donation in front of their fellow workers. In other words, the to yot demonstrates the individual's 'face' and 'honor' beyond an ordinary contribution, and this allows people in the gathering to recognize and remember his act of special merit making it a social investment. When the quasi-ceremony finally comes to an end with no further donation, a group of organizing committee members brings the donated money to the remittance service located inside the Golden Mile Complex to send home to complement the ongoing pha pa event there. They usually remit the donation to the bank account of the village headman, the abbot, the school teacher, or a reliable villager, who, in turn, will bring the donation to the local pha pa organizing committee. To ensure that the people's donated money is handled properly and used totally for legitimate purposes, a group of key persons in the committee are present during the money remittance transaction.
The pha pa project among Thai male workers in Singapore is an exercise of male networks with an aim of renewing and reinforcing masculine reciprocal prestige and strengthening their social and religious commitment to their 'home.' It is an additional activity to their prime role as 'breadwinners' for their immediate families. Their contribution to a pha pa project is mainly organized among men who come from the same or neighboring villages of origin, both confirms and reinforces their moral and social obligation to provide some needed funds for public development projects at the village level. The pha pa project also helps overseas workers, who have been absent from their villages over a sustained period during their international labor migration, to renew their Buddhist faith through merit-making as they rarely go to the Buddhist temple while working in Singapore (Wong 2000:105) . This activity allows them to maintain their social relationships among male friends working on different worksites in Singapore besides their normal contacts via mobile phone or social meetings at the Golden Mile Complex.
LABOUR AND FOOTBALL
Football (soccer) 38 Thailand is currently the king of Southeast Asian football despite some reported poor management, corruption, and power struggles in running the Football Association of Thailand (FAT). Thailand has won six consecutive gold medals at the bi-annual Southeast Asian Games since 1993. Its national team also won three out of five Tiger Cups, which is billed as the official Southeast Asian championship, in 1996, 2000, and 2002 . Some leading Thai football players came to play professional football in Singapore's professional football league in the 1990s and this continues to the present. It should be noted that football, due to its overwhelming popularity at the grass-roots level, has become a major rival to Thai and international-style boxing as a political extravaganza for politicians, military big men, and bureaucrats to gain or appeal for popular support.
The government under the leadership of Thaksin Shinnawatra has consistently exploited the country's passion to this sport to achieve political gains in the past four years with heavily-publicized projects like a failed proposal to buy partial shares in some famous English Premier League Football Clubs, the street soccer tournaments, or even a VIP League among politicians and officials working in different ministries and departments. 39 The original idea to organize an official competitive football tournament among workers in Singapore likely reflected the populist politics of the Thaksin Shinawatra's regime. In the name of health and well-being promotion, popular team sports such as football and mass-participant aerobic dance have been organized nationwide. The Ministry of Labour Affairs has initiated the popular "Labour Cup" among workers from different factories and corporations in Bangkok and its suburbs since 2001. In respect of the participating teams, football demonstrates the workers' social organizational skills and networks as much as their sporting talent on the field. As football is a team sport, it is impossible to excel without proper management and leadership on and off the pitch.
Yuthana, 38, a veteran football player and trainer from his home village in Nakhon Phanom, told me that a successful football team needs a skillful manager or leader, who can act as a mediator on both team-sponsoring and team-building tasks. 41 Teams participating in the Thai Labour Cup were either self-financed by raising funds among players with the largest amount of contribution coming from the team leader, or financed by the 'sponsors,' which are private stores and companies doing business with Thai workers at the Golden Mile. They included some transnational companies (Siemens and Singha Beer), construction companies (Hiap Seng Engineering, Thai Jurong Engineering, Shimizu Corporation, and Bangkok Forex PTE), a VCD/DVD/Cassette store (Lam Nam Phong), and a remittance service (Phuean Thae GPL).
The only exceptional team was the Thai True Way, which was sponsored by a Khon Kaenbased Presbyterian Church. 42 These sponsors were responsible for paying application fees, and arranging team jerseys, food and drink, sports balms and first-aid kits, while the team leader took care of expenses during pre-tournament training and practice. Only a few lucky teams gained full sponsorship worth more than 1,000SGD (600USD; 24,000THB), while the rest received only a partial sponsorship deal. Thus the team leader himself had to use personal funds to finance the team right from the beginning.
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Football brought the male workers together and put them on the masculine playground beyond their routine of construction work. Som, 24, a young worker from Sakhon Nakhon, insisted that it takes years to build up a good football team. The finalist teams such as Lam Nam Phong, Shimizu, Nong Han, Nong Prachak, and A&D Siemens, had been formed for quite a while and core members of the team (tua lak) had played together on a regular basis for at least 2-3 years. They were together as teams even before the Labour Cup was organized 41 Interview, November 28, 2004. 42 There are a number of Christian Churches working with Thai migrant workers in Singapore. Besides the Thai True Way, the Thai Chen-Li Church, based in Bangkok, has offered its building to host the non-formal education classes, which have enrolled a number of worker-students for years. With some support from some local churches in Singapore, these churches aim to convert the workers. However, some workers I interviewed told me that only a small group of workers join these churches for a pure religious reason. "As I am a Buddhist, it is hard to force myself to accept God. I do not want to lie to them, so I have to distance myself from them." Others felt that they do not like the ways the preachers imposed on them something alien to their previous religious faith and belief (Interview, June 12, 2004 well as experienced and talented players from their home villages or schools. Sometimes he joined them in a drink and discussion as to see whether they were 'the right guys' for his team before extending a formal invitation to them to join his club.
Football has established itself as a male language or masculine form of communication among workers. Yutthana believes that it is easy for men-who-play-football to connect as they speak the same language and share the same passion. The more important part is how to get the team members to practice together on a regular basis. The team leader has to look for a proper practice field, communicate with players via mobile phones, and arrange agreeable times for the practice without affecting their work in various construction sites. Yutthana and his team had practiced for over a year on the vacant ground near Singapore's National Stadium in Kallang, where they play five-a-side games, known in Thai as 'ko nu' (literally, mouse goals). He said playing five-a-side is the best way to mould the team's fast-paced teamwork strategies and to simulate the zone defense of the whole standard pitch. When they wanted to play on the 'big' standard football field (sanam yai), his team members had to each contribute about 5SGD (3USD; 120THB) to pay for the field rental. Alternatively, they could play for free if they managed to win against their opponents in a friendly game, which required the losers to take care of the pitch fee. Thongsuk, 37, a veteran player for A&D Siemens, the losing finalist team, commented that his players lacked match fitness (on som/heang bo tueng). Because they had worked so hard for their company in the past weeks, they had no time to practice football. Working out on construction sites does not help one to keep or maintain enough fitness to run and fight for the ball over 90 minutes. To make matters worse, on the day of the game, many players drank 46 Fieldnote, November 28, 2004; February 27, 2005. whisky or beer. Some were even mildly drunk on entering the game. On the intelligence side, a good football player must complement his physical fitness with his wit and understanding of how the game is played. Most worker players felt that they lost 'face' and 'male ego' when the ball was taken from their possession by an opponent. They felt that it was also demeaning when an opponent dribbled the ball past them or between their legs --a tricky move known among players as 'a through ball under one's ass' (luk lot dak) --through their own miscalculated steps. As a masculine contact sport, football players have to play with heart, concentration, and determination to win. Yutthana once stressed to me that "if we do not play to win, why bother to enter the competition. We want to win for the reputation of our team." Posing before the camera, they were truly proud worker players and winners enjoying one of their most memorable moments long yearned for by Thai-Isan male migrant workers in Singapore.
HUNTING AND GATHERING AWAY FROM HOME
The proposed model of 'village transnationalism' among Thai-Isan workers in Singapore is far from completion without taking a close look at trips to go fishing and gathering wild food Levitt and Nyberg-Sorensen (2004) call "the transnational turn in migration studies."
They provide evidence for the claims of Yeoh (2003:3) and Smith (2001) that "…transnational identities, while fluid and flexible, are at the same time grounded in particular places at particular times." Although they are "particularly vulnerable to exploitation" (Allen 2003 :1), they are salient actors as they "bring a set of social and cultural tools that aid their adjustments to their new lives… They make sense of their experiences using the interpretive frames they bring with them…" (Levitt 1998:930) The practice of 'transnationalism from below' as indicated in the case studies of male contract workers from Isan in Singapore shows that village transnationalism is one of the major forms of transnational or transborder migration and human mobility in the Southeast Asian context (see Ananta and Arifin 2004) . As marked by the prefix 'village,' this form of border-crossing identity is shared by displaced male and female migrants with limited education from agricultural backgrounds, who take an opportunity to invest, and thus risk, their future by crossing international borders to seek better income and opportunities. The term could be extended to include similar transnational workers and border-crossers, such as domestic workers, factory workers, farm laborers, fishing industry workers, prostitutes, illegal unskilled workers, transborder tradeswomen on a short-term social visit pass, etc. The what they have had 'in them' and 'with them' after being displaced from home over a sustained period of time. In this respect, the village transnationalism of Thai-Isan male workers in Singapore (and elsewhere i.e., Brunei, Israel, and Taiwan) is the culture of village men at work and at play in a foreign setting. Going out, having fun with girls, drinking, gambling, playing football, organizing pha pa merit-making projects, or going fishing and gathering wild food in the forest well demonstrate this feature.
In addition, 'village transnationalism' involves transnational and transborder acts of transgression predicated on the actors/villagers' limited cultural and symbolic capital., and their inability to employ that which they do have,.in the host country contexts. Cultural and symbolic capital of migrant workers function as 'interpretive frames' by which to make sense of their back-breaking realities and by which to interact to varying degrees with the host society. They further provide transborder identity markers based on why and "…how things were done at home" (Levitt 1998:930 to become an electrician with a new company. He has endured and survived the harsh realities away from home for almost a decade now.
